Suckling ability and maternal prolactin levels in hypothyroid rats.
Long-Evans rats and their offspring were made hypothyroid by addition of the antithyroid goitrogen 6-N-propylthiouracil (PTU) to the drinking water (0.1%) from the day of parturition. Serum concentrations of prolactin (PRL), thyroid-stimulating hormone (TSH) and thyroxine (T4) were determined by double radioimmunoassay (RIA). From the fifth postnatal day, body weight of PTU-treated pups was significantly lower than that of control rats, and a strikingly elevated serum TSH level and nondetectable amount of T4 were measured both in PTU-exposed mothers and their offspring at Day 10 postpartum. To test the youngs' suckling capability and the amount of maternal milk production, 10- and 15-day-old normal and PTU-treated pups were separated from their mothers for 4 hr in the morning and then reunited and allowed to suckle. Normal pups gained body weight at the end of both the first and second hour postreunion, while PTU pups gained only during the first hour and lost weight in the second hour of testing. When the pups were exchanged between normal and PTU mothers, opposite results were obtained, indicating that the reduced gain in hypothyroid rats was not due to impaired suckling capability, or insufficient sensory stimulation for milk secretion but to a decreased milk production of PTU mothers. In accordance with this, in lactating hypothyroid rats both the basal (presuckling) level and the suckling-induced rise of serum PRL were found significantly depressed.